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Paper by Sandra VanAllen Baker and Richard Matwyshen'"
Seven Steps to Achieving a Genuine
Public Consensus on an Emotional Issue:
With Specific Examples of How Citizens' Task Forces Have
Sometimes Failed

Understanding the Impact of Human Nature on the Process
Decision-makers often first become aware of an issue after
individuals have attached their personal values to one particular point
of view, the situation has become emotionally divisive, and the
groups involved polarized. People who in other situations are
levelheaded, open to others' views, and cooperative, seem in this case
to be stubbornly shackled to one perspective. Focusing on differences,
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both sides commit to a win/lose outcome. The possibility of reaching
consensus becomes remote.
This happens too frequently when people initiate political
campaigns, religious wars, community discussions on whether to
lower property taxes or support public school budgets, and debates
over the rights of women to have abortions. People get involved, on
either side of an issue, because they care about the outcome. Indeed,
it sometimes seems they care more about the issue than they do about
people! Their competitive nature turns the issue into a sports event.
The preparation includes selecting the players and seeking supporters,
particularly supporters with power or connections that may aid their
side. Depending on the stakes, once a win/lose scenario is established,
one or both sides may literally prepare for battle or even war. It is at
this point that you enter the picture--you, the decision-maker, the
leader, the peacemaker.
One option you may choose is to convene a task force,
committee, or commission to study the issue and make
recommendations. Such has been the case in many states, including
New York, Minnesota, New Jersey, and Iowa. Irondequoit, New
York, has hosted three separate Citizen Task Forces (CTFs): one
under the aegis of the New York State Department of Environmental
Conservation (DEC), studying Deer Management Unit 96 (DMU96);
one appointed by the Monroe County Executive (Long Term Deer
Management Task Force); and one formed by the Irondequoit Town
Board (Irondequoit Deer Evaluation and Alternative Committee).
The Irondequoit CTFs have produced dramatically different results,
based on the groups' goals, the particular facilitators and
stakeholders, and the processes employed.
The first appointment you will probably make is the chairman,
or facilitator. However, before you make that decision you should
review the seven steps outlined in this document. The first one,
understanding the impact of human nature on the process, we have
already noted. Here are six more:
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Selecting an Objective and Effective Facilitator
An objective facilitator has no connection to any groups or
organizations that favor a specific outcome. This allows for fair
treatment of the data and the people.
An effective facilitator has the professional skills and
experience necessary to bring a group of diverse people to consensus.
When there are emotional discussions, inflammatory attacks,
and breakdowns in the accepted code of conduct, the facilitator must
be impartial and skillful enough to step in and take charge of the
situation to get things settled down. "A skilled facilitator encourages
participants to express feelings, attitudes, values, and beliefs with
others."'
CTFs have been formed in states as geographically distant as
Iowa and New Jersey under the aegis of resident wildlife agencies,
which are biased towards hunting. Some state wildlife agencies miss
the mark by assuming that traditional deer management is the only
option.' A key component missing from their efforts has been
neutral, expert facilitation. As was the case in DMU96, the facilitators
were experts in wildlife biology, not group dynamics or facilitation.
Such trial efforts in human conflict resolution by wildlife
professionals were not successful in reaching genuine consensus, or
in diffusing anger over deer issues. Instead of quelling dissension,
they further polarized the people they intended to unite, further
dividing the residents who were already dealing with difficult issues.
Conversely, the CTF formed by the Town of Irondequoit was
facilitated by an impartial professional, thus assuring that all
perspectives were shared and all voices were heard.

I

D. HEDBERG, CHARACTERISTICS FOR EFFECTIVE TEAMWORK (Monad
Assoc. 1990).
2
W.F. Porter, Ignorance, Arrogance and the Process of Managing
OverabundantDeer,25 WILDLIFE SOC'Y BULL. 408-412 (1997).
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Selecting the People Who Will Participate (Stakeholders)
The people who form the group, the stakeholders, should
reside in the community which they represent and have a stake in the
resolution of the issue. Open enrollment is encouraged. People who
choose to participate must agree to follow the accepted code of
conduct and other procedures that are established.
Stakeholders in the suburban deer dilemma, for example,
would include homeowners and other property owners; municipalities
that manage public parks and recreation areas; and the people who
use these properties, such as hikers, skiers, photographers, and nature
lovers. You need a process in place by which people can object if
there is an imbalance or unsuitableness of stakeholders.
For example, consider the three CTFs established in
Irondequoit. The facilitator, who was appointed by the NYS DEC,
designated stakeholders in DMU96. The County Executive decided
who would participate on Monroe County's CTF. To be sure, the
Town of lrondequoit opened participation in its CTF to all residents
of the town. However, residents wishing to serve on either or both
the county's and the state's CTFs had no opportunity to object to
stakeholder selection. When an individual or a group of people feels
they are being overlooked or disregarded, dissatisfaction grows, as it
did in these cases.
Any person who is a member of a governmental organization
that is related to the issue or is in some way paid to represent a local
group or does not reside in the geographical area of concern would
not be included as a stakeholder, but rather as an outside reference or
expert. These people may be invited to address the group about
specific topics, but they would have no vote and would not participate
in any way in the discussions.
Preparing People to Participate
In most areas of life, it is generally thought that the side with
the greatest number of supporters, the side with the most persuasive
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speakers, the side with the most logical thinkers, the side with the
greatest power, will succeed in winning. In Irondequoit, this belief
surfaced in the days leading up to the first meeting on the deer issue.
Each side strove to get as many people as possible to attend the first
meeting so that they would win (or not lose) if there was a vote on
anything important. To everyone's surprise, there was nothing
controversial to vote on the first session, or the second session, or
even the third.
A newly formed group should start off by actively developing
some basic skills and rules and using them in a series of exercises:
* Understanding the communication process
* Developing basic interaction skills
"Understanding behaviors
"Getting to know each other through discussion
"Establishing a set of rules for reaching consensus
* Establishing a code of conduct
• Deciding on how to refer to groups and people
This may seem like a lot to go through; it is, and it is worth it.
There will be some real breakthroughs for some people. Some people
may decide that the issue just is not worth the time needed to work
through the process, and they will drop out. Those who choose to
participate will improve their interpersonal skills, and will realize that
the people attending are more complex than their disparate positions
on the issue at hand, that they actually agree with each other in more
ways than they disagree.
Some people will discover that the "other people" are more
than this "issue" brings out. The exercises bring people together into
new groups in which they share some characteristic of their lives (like
order of birth). People find themselves intermixed with people with
opposing views on the "issue." There will be lots of discussion within
the groups and a brief presentation to the other groups around a few
specific questions. During the exercises, the participants brainstorm
thoughts, discuss small parts of their lives and become aware of each
other's lives. After the discussion session within the smaller groups,
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they present some information back to the larger group. There are lots
of opportunities for people to use their communications skills while
they discover interesting aspects of their new associates.
The process could be described as "mending through
communicating" by participants making the discovery that people can
find things in common and actually have fun talking with "those other
people." The participants also get to listen to people who have
different experiences or different opinions than theirs. This brings an
initial understanding of diversity to a daily life level. In addition, the
groups practice brainstorming ideas, sorting through ideas, and
reaching a consensus on procedural items prior to addressing the issue
at hand. Often people from the opposing sides begin working together
on problems and tasks.
In order to save time, some initial suggestions for rules for
brainstorming, a code of conduct, and rules for reaching consensus
should be presented to the group. There will be discussion around
each, and final agreement prior to proceeding. There should also be
agreements about giving notice prior to meetings where major
decisions are to be made. The facilitator carries a lot of responsibility
for monitoring these agreements and for bringing infractions to
people's attention.
The names used to describe the groups and individuals
involved are very important. Early agreement can help keep tempers
from flaring. This is a very informative discussion for most people
involved. In Irondequoit, for example, groups reacted in all sorts of
ways when they were referred to as animal rightists or Bambi killers.
People were asked how they want to be referred to and agreement was
reached on the use of non-inflammatory words.
Describing the Issue
This is the first time that this process addresses the issue itself.
The facilitator should review the rules for brainstorming as well as
the code of conduct prior to starting on the issue. Ten minutes should
be set aside to let people write out their thoughts. Then scribes will
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write down each statement. In Irondequoit, the question that was
brainstormed was "What is the deer issue?" Fourteen flip chart sheets
were generated. Three people recorded thoughts as they were spoken.
Of course, some people reverted back to their prior poor behaviors.
The group and the facilitator noted those occurrences, and in general
the facilitator controlled emotional statements. Since the rules for
brainstorming required every idea to be written down without
judgment, some pretty inflammatory remarks were made just to
appear on the record, and of course, the people with the opposing
views would often jump in and even escalate the exchange. Everyone
survived without any threats or scuffles. At times it was close.
After the lists are completed, you should have people walk
around the room and review the statements against the assignment in
order to create several categories that could serve as descriptive
headers for groupings of the statements. This is another opportunity
for people to work together, to listen to each other, and to reach a
consensus on the headers.
Next set up groups to pull together the statements that should
fall under each header. This is another opportunity for individuals to
work together. In general, these are not threatening exercises, so
mixing the people to work together should succeed. The end result
will be several general areas of concern with specific items to
address. There will probably be a category encompassing the human
nature factors. These will be items that humans add to the issue, like
inflammatory remarks, threatening phone calls, and phony pipe
bombs.
Determining the Potential Desired Outcome
This stage of the process begins with a brainstorming session
to get several ideas out for later discussion. The intent is to discuss
the potential outcomes for the group, including what could happen as
a result of the committee meeting together and reaching a consensus
in certain areas. The discussion would not include actual proposals
or suggestions. The focus would be more at the administrative side of
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possibility thinking. If a meaningful proposal was discussed and a
consensus reached, what would the next step be? Would anybody
outside of the committee really care?
There will be initial attempts by some people to jump right
into discussing actual proposals instead of seeing that this stage
merely reaches another consensus about what to do with the output.
Seeking agreement in areas like this provides an opportunity to use
the skills that go into reaching a consensus on administrative tasks,
which in turn helps to prepare the group for doing the same later
when the more emotional discussions occur. The intent is to build on
successful discussions and decisions.
When this point was reached in Irondequoit, the session
created some unity again, which felt good after the previous session.
The participants felt they had committed so much time at this time
that they wanted to produce something of value that would be
considered by the Town Board and also have a high probability of
being implemented.
Discussing/Discovering/Thinking
Consensus

Creatively

and Reaching

People will offer: data, data that refutes other data, opinions,
opinions of others, reference material from similar situations or
totally different situations. Eighty percent or more of what will be
presented will support the opinion of the presenter. Most discussions
will involve a statement and then a question: "Where's your data?"
Then you'll hear criticisms about the source of the information that
attempts to discredit or trivialize the information.
Instead of getting buried in endless presentations and arguing
that just rehashes everything everyone has already heard, choose a
different path. For each sheet of concerns, have a small group get
together and brainstorm what could be done that would eliminate
most of the concerns on the sheet. Remember, in brainstorming, there
are only thoughts and ideas, no comments about ideas or judgmental
remarks. With a lively group of people, some unique suggestions
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should come up. This process should be fun and as creative as
possible.
The next task will be to discuss the suggestions and evaluate
them based on the possibility of success and the cost associated with
implementing and maintaining what is suggested. Finally, the group
will evaluate those suggestions with the best combination of potential
success and cost, and check to see if these fit the description of the
outcomes that were generated earlier. The suggestions that are
selected will then be documented by the group, tested for consensus,
and put through whatever process the group agreed upon earlier--see
"Determining the Potential Desired Outcome."
Summary
Seven steps to achieving a genuine consensus on an emotional issue:
1. Understanding the Impact of Human Nature on the Process
2. Selecting an Objective and Effective Facilitator
3. Selecting the People Who Will Participate (Stakeholders)
4. Preparing People to Participate
5. Describing the "Issue"
6. Determining the Potential Desired Outcome
7. Discussing/Discovering/Thinking Creatively and Reaching
Consensus
Deer are encroaching on the human landscape (i.e., residential
neighborhoods and contiguous public parks). People are generally
concerned about deer-vehicle accidents, Lyme disease, and damage
to plants, but it is their individual attitude towards deer that actually
determines their level of tolerance.
We tend to create win/lose situations when we are faced with
emotional issues. The issue itself is not emotional or divisive; humans
choose to make the issue emotional and often contrive to make it
divisive. The situation arises from their intent and their unwillingness
to work together. Can public consensus be reached after people have
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made an issue or problem an emotional one? We believe that it can,
if the issue is approached properly.
"Steven Covey3 said, 'Unless improvement efforts are
centered on principles, they often become centered around politics,
programs, or people.' If indeed, the principle is to reach consensus
through diversity, then allegiance to politics, attachment to programs,
and loyalty to people must be set aside so that all involved can
dedicate themselves to that higher ideal."4
Acknowledgment: We appreciate the editorial suggestions of Dr.
Wayne Saunders.
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S.R. Covey, Quality Relationships, ExEcuTIvE EXCELLENCE 20 (July

S. Baker & J. Fritsch, New Territoryfor Deer Management: Human
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